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FEASTS AND FASTS OF THE JEWS IN MODERN 
PALESTINE. II. 18 



By Dr. E. W. G. Masterman, F.R.C.S., F.R.G.S., 
Jerusalem, Syria. 



THE FEAST OF THE PASSOVER. 

The great spring religious festival comes just one month later 
than Purim. This is the Feast of the Passover, 19 second in 
importance only to the Day of Atonement. Preparations for 
this important celebration begin a month before the event, and as 
the time approaches the busy housewife is increasingly engrossed 
in them. For the community, the mills that grind the flour must 
be specially purified and reported free from all leaven. Then in 
the household every waste scrap of food or paper or other rub- 
bish must be collected and destroyed ; houses are scoured out 
again and again with water, and just before the feast the walls 
are whitewashed. Then on the evening preceding the 14th of 
Nisan, immediately after the evening service, the head of every 
family must in silence search through his house for leaven. 
Having collected all he can find, he then says : " Let all the leaven 
which I have not found and taken away vanish and be accounted 
as the dust of the earth." The following morning what he has 
collected is solemnly burned, and a prayer similar to that above 
is said. As the evening approaches, the women of the house 
adorn their sitting-rooms in the best way possible and lay the 
table with the cleanest coverings, arranging on it the following 
articles : the shinbone from the shoulder of a lamb roasted with 
fire, to represent the lamb; a boiled Ggg, said to be in remem- 
brance of the festival sacrifice offered during the existence of 
the temple; three passover cakes {Mitzvoth), covered with a 
napkin, the upper one said to represent the high-priest, the 
middle one the Levites, and the lowest the common people; 

18 Completed from the Biblical World for January, 1904, pp. 24-36. 

19 See Exod., chap. 12 ; Lev. 23 : 5, 6 ; Numb. 28: 16. 
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bitter herbs, (e. g., lettuce, celery, parsley, etc.), memorials ot 
the bitterness of life in Egypt; a cup of vinegar or salt water; 
and lastly a semi-solid compound called Kharoseth, made of 
almonds, spices, and fruit, colored yellow, a memorial of the mud 
of Egypt from which the children of Israel had to make bricks. 
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THE TOMB OF RACHAEL, ON THE ROAD BETWEEN JERUSALEM AND BETHLEHEM. 



These are all arranged in a definite order on the table, together 
with cups and vessels of wine, from which the " four cups of 
wine" essential to the keeping of the feast are taken. Before 
the feast the head of the house has the usual sabbath evening 
prayer in the synagogue, and returning home finds all prepared 
and his family awaiting him arrayed in their best clothes. His 
first-born son, on whom falls much of the interest of the ritual, 
has had to spend the previous twenty-four hours fasting, or if 
he is too small, his father or (if the father is dead) the mother 
may have fasted for him. 
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All assemble around the table, any Jewish stranger present 
being asked to join with the family; and an empty chair is put 
for Elijah the prophet, who is thus invited to be the honored 
guest. Among some of the extremely orthodox Ashkenazim 
" shrouds" similar to those used on the Day of Atonement are 
again used at this feast. The women among the oriental Jews 
do the waiting and sit apart. It is a picturesque scene, and one 
which must be dear to every Jewish heart. 

The service commences with a cup of wine, over which the 
usual blessing is pronounced: "Blessed art thou, O Lord, our 
God, King of the universe, who createst the fruit of the vine." 
Then, after various prayers, the first cup is drunk, all sitting in a 
reclining position. The hands are then washed, and the head of 
the house, taking some of the bitter herbs, distributes them to 
all present, saying: " Blessed art thou, O Lord, our God, King 
of the universe, who createst the fruit of the earth." He then 
takes the middle cake of unleavened bread, and having broken 
it returns half between the other two and puts the other half 
aside, wrapped in a napkin. 

Then commences the real service, only the barest outline 20 of 
which it is possible to give here. It commences by all together 
holding up the dish 21 and reciting in Hebrew : "This is the bread 
of affliction which our ancestors ate in the land of Egypt ; let all 
that are hungry enter and eat; let all that are in want come 
hither and observe the Passover. This year we celebrate it here; 
but we hope next year to celebrate it in the land of Israel ; this 
year we are in captivity, but next year we hope to be freemen." 

The second cup is now filled, and a most interesting part of 
the service begins. The youngest boy present proceeds to ask 
in Hebrew, in words which of course he has been carefully 
taught before, the meaning of all these mysteries. This is fol- 
lowed by a long and somewhat involved explanation in which 
the whole history of the escape from Egypt is narrated, and the 

20 The whole " Service for the First Nights of the Passover " may be obtained in 
English and Hebrew ; it is well worth careful examination. My own copy is by Rev. 
A. P. Mendes, and is published by Valentine, 37 Duke Street, E. C, London, Eng. 

21 The dish among the Sephardim contains only the unleavened bread, but among 
the Ashkenazim it contains also the bone and the egg. 
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meaning of the bitter herbs and unleavened bread is especially 
dwelt upon. At the conclusion of this the second cup of wine 
is drunk, and the hands are washed while they recite this special 
blessing: "Blessed art thou .... who hast .... commanded 
us to cleanse the hands." 

The unleavened bread is now taken, and each one of the com- 
pany is given a piece of the uppermost, unbroken, and a piece 
of the broken middle cake, the following being one of the 
blessings said while this is done: "Blessed art thou, O Eternal, 
our God, King of the universe, who hast sanctified us with thy 
commandments and commanded us to eat unleavened bread." 
The head of the house now takes some bitter herbs, dips them in 
the Kharoseth, and after a special blessing breaks the yet unbroken 
lowest cake and distributes pieces of it with the bitter herbs, 
saying: "This we eat without ablution or blessing in memory 
of the sanctuary, as Hillel did. Thus did Hillel during the exist- 
ence of the temple ; he took unleavened bread and bitter herbs 
and ate them together in order to fulfil what is said in the Law, 
'With unleavened bread and bitter herbs shall they eat it/ " 

This closes the first part of the service, and the real feast 
begins. Food is handed around to all those present ; and in 
Jerusalem, where Christian visitors are often invited to be present, 
great kindness and hospitality are shown. Even during the ser- 
vice many of those who invite visitors are anxious that their 
service should be understood and appreciated, and much of it is 
done in other languages than Hebrew for the benefit of those 
not conversant with that language. I remember one occasion 
when the head of the house, besides going through the above 
part of the service in Hebrew, went over much of it in Spanish 
for the sake of his wife and family, in French for his daughter 
who had been educated in that language and also for the benefit 
of the Europeans present, and lastly in Arabic for the sake of 
an Arabic-speaking servant who knew nothing else. 

After the supper, the half of the broken cake which was put 
aside during the beginning of the service is distributed among 
all the Jews present, after eating which no other food may be 
partaken that evening. 
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The third cup is now filled, and grace is said; the prayers 
accompanying this are so beautiful that one would like to write 
them in full. As this is impossible, the first must suffice : 
" Blessed art thou, O Eternal, our God, King of the universe, for 
thou art he who feedeth the whole world with thy goodness; 
with grace, kindness, and compassion, he giveth food to all 
flesh, for his mercy endureth for ever. And through his 
abundant goodness food hath never yet failed us, nor will fail us for 
evermore : for it is because of his own great name that he feedeth 
and sustaineth all and doeth good unto all, and provideth food for 
all his creatures which he hath created. Blessed art thou, O 
Eternal, who feedeth all." Among the prayers that follow are 
petitions that God will " rebuild Jerusalem, the holy city, speedily 
in our days ; " and "May the All-Merciful send us Elijah the 
prophet, of happy memory, that he may announce to us tidings 
of happiness, salvation, and consolation ;" also, "May the All- 
Merciful render us worthy to behold the days of Messiah and of 
the eternal life of a future state." The third cup of wine is then 
drunk, and, the door being opened, the prayer is uttered: "Pour 
out thy wrath upon the heathen who will not acknowledge thee 
and upon the kingdoms which invoke not thy name, for they 
have devoured Jacob and laid waste his dwelling-place," etc. 

The cups are then refilled and the Hallel (Pss. 115, 116, 118, 
18, and 138) is recited. 

Then follows a strange recitation, recounting scenes in the 

history of Israel; every line ends with "night," and after every 

three clauses come the words, " It was at midnight." 22 Thus, 

to take an example of one of the seven verses: 

It was at midnight. 
(Belshazzar), 23 who made himself drunken out of the holy 

vessels, was slain on that same night. 
(Daniel), who was saved from the lions' den, interpreted 

the terrifying dreams of the night. 
(Haman), the Agagite, who cherished enmity, wrote his 
letters to exterminate the Jews at night. 
It was at midnight. 

22 On the second night of the Passover a similar recitation is made, whose every 
clause ends with " the Passover," and after every third clause come the words, " Ye 
shall say it is the -sacrifice of the Passover." 

23 The proper names are not in the Hebrew. 
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Then follow praise to God and the prayer, " grant that next 
year we may be in Jerusalem." 

The fourth cup of wine is blessed and drunk, and another 
prayer offered, in which occurs the following petition : " Have 
compassion, O Eternal, our God, upon us and upon Israel thy 
people, and upon Jerusalem thy city, and upon Zion the residence 
of thy glory, and upon thy altar and thy temple; and rebuild 
Jerusalem, the holy city, speedily in our days. Cause us to go 
up thither," etc. The concluding prayer is almost entirely one 
for the speedy return of Israel to Zion and for the speedy 
restoration of the temple, the refrain being, "Rebuild it, rebuild 
thine house betimes;" "Speedily, speedily, soon in our days." 

At the end of all is a most extraordinary recitation, beginning 
"Khad Gadya." 24 It is after the manner of the old nursery 
rhyme, "This is the house that Jack built," a new clause being 
added at each repetition. The poem is supposed to be a parable 
of Jewish history. Its conclusion will explain all : 

Then came the most Holy, blessed be he, and slew the angel of death , 
who had slain the slaughterer, who had slaughtered the ox, who had drunk 
the water, which had extinguished the fire, which had burned the staff, which 
had smitten the dog, which had bitten the cat, which had devoured the kid, 
which my father had bought for two zuzim ; one only kid, one only kid. 

I have gone somewhat fully into this service, first, because it is 
one at which I have often had the privilege of being present ; and, 
second, because so much about the service has such beauty, and 
for Christians such deep interest. 25 Parts of this service certainly 
go back to the days of our Lord's life on earth. The wine 
passed around by Jesus after the supper, and the "hymn" 26 sung 
(certainly, we may say, parts of the modern Hallel), are clearly 
explained as we look at the modern Jewish Passover. Lastly, 
even in the few extracts I have made it will be seen how inex- 
tricably interwoven with Jewish religious life is the thought of 
the return to their Holy City, a fact brought into new prominence 
in connection witji the modern semi-secular movement of Zionism 

2 4 See Zangwill's pathetic story connected with this in Dreamers of the Ghetto 

2 5 See a very suggestive paper on " The Jewish Passover in the Christian Church, 
by Rev. Dr. Mackie, of Beirut, in the Expository Times, June, 1902. 

26 Matt. 26 : 30. 
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The same sentiment, the longing for the return of the glories 
of Jerusalem, occurs in the Feast of Pentecost or Weeks, fifty 
days after Passover. This falls in June, toward the close of the 
harvest. In the Holy Land it is but one day ; in other lands a 
second day is kept also. On the day of this feast it is customary 
to decorate the houses and synagogue with green. 

A month later commences the second great fast of the year. 
It begins with the Fast of Tamuz, on the 17th of the month of 
that name. On this day, according to tradition, the two tables 
of the law were broken by Moses, and the breach in the walls of 
the city was made which ended in the destruction of the temple. 
The strictness of the fast increases until it culminates in the 
woeful 9th of Ab, when the two destructions 27 of the temple and 
the loss of the daily sacrifice are commemorated. These days 
are all unlucky, and especially during the last week all enjoy- 
ments are laid aside. On the ninth day, particularly, the Jews 
visit the "Wailing Place" 28 (see the frontispiece of this number) 
and pour forth their grief over their national decay. Here a kind 
of litany is recited with the responses, "We sit in solitude and 
mourn;" or another one when all the first verses end in "Zion" 
and the responses in "Jerusalem," thus: 

We pray thee, have mercy on Zion, 
Gather the children of Jerusalem. 
May the kingdom soon return to Zion, 
Comfort those who mourn over Jerusalem. 

MINOR LOCAL FEASTS. 

In conclusion, I shall refer briefly to a few local feasts. In 
all the Semitic religions of the Orient, whether Christian, Mos- 
lem, or Jewish, it is considered an act of merit to visit certain 
holy places, and especially tombs. 29 Thus the Christian visits 
the Church of the Sepulcher, and there offers his prayers and 

2 ?2 Kings 25 : 6, 7. Cf. Josephus, Wars, VI. iv, 5. 

28 Every day some Jews may be found at the " Wailing Place," and great num- 
bers every Friday afternoon ; but all who can visit this sacred spot do so on this 
special day. 

29 1 give a few examples; they might be extended indefinitely; the similarity of 
religious customs in all these religions is extremely close. 
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burns his candles ; the Moslem of Palestine goes annually to 
Neby Mousa (the traditional tomb of Moses) in the spring, or 
Neby Rubin, near Jaffa, in the early autumn, there to combine 
feasting and worship ; and the Jew makes his pilgrimage to 
Rachael's tomb, to the Cave of Machpelah, or to the tombs of 
his great rabbis scattered over the land. 




ENTRANCE TO THE TOMB OF SIMON THE JUST, IN THE KIDRON VALLEY NEAR 

JERUSALEM. 

Near Jerusalem, the tomb especially held in veneration is that 
of Sadek Simian (Simon the Just), situated about half a mile 
north of the city at the head of the Valley of Jehoshaphat. The 
times for visiting this tomb are the thirty-third day after the 
Passover and the day after Pentecost. The first-mentioned day, 
known as the 33d of Omer, 3 ° is the one of somewhat subdued 
feeling and life in the seven weeks that Occur between Passover 
and Pentecost. This season, known as the Sephirah, 30 is one 

30 /. g. t "counting ;" Siphiret omer, the counting of the harvest; every day in the 
synagogue the number of the days since Passover is announced. 
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when many misfortunes have happened in Jewish history, 31 and 
weddings and other rejoicings do not as a rule occur. The 
thirty-third day is an exception because, according to tradition, 
on that day a plague which had raged among the disciples of 
the rabbi Akibar was stopped. On this day, among the Jews of 
Jerusalem at any rate, it is a great spring outing. All classes of 
Jews — men, women, and children — pour out of the city and 
assemble in the neighborhood of the tomb, sitting around the 
trees in little groups, eating sweets and cakes and nuts, and 
watching the various entertainments offered for their amusement, 
such as conjurers and performing monkeys. Some of the men 
who have come from religious motives descend — a few at a time, 
for the space is limited — and recite prayers and burn candles in 
the cave-like tomb, sacred by tradition to the holy man. 

Other pilgrimages near Jerusalem occur. On the Feast of 
Pentecost Jews visit the traditional tomb of David [Neby Daoud) , 
as this is supposed to be the anniversary of his death. And 
during the month Elul (September), which, as I have before 
mentioned is a time of repentance and preparation for the new 
year, parties of Jews make a kind of religious picnic to the "tomb 
of Rachael" near Bethlehem. There many, especially the 
women, call on Rachael to intercede with God for them, just as 
the virgin Mary is invoked in the Roman Catholic church. 

In Galilee are many spots consecrated to the memory of the 
great rabbis who are associated either with the writing or with 
the study of the talmudical books. Of all such the tomb of none 
is more famous than that of the rabbi Simon Be?i Yokhai at Meron 
near Safed. This man is the reputed author of the Zohar. The 
annual feast connected with this place is extremely ancient, and 
the ceremonies are so extraordinary that one cannot but think 
they must be a survival of some pagan rite originally connected 
with some local god. 

Jews come from all lands, often great distances, to attend this 
celebration, which is held on the 33d of Omer. 32 Besides 

3 x The orthodox Jews do not shave or cut hair or nails during this time except on 
the 1st of Yiar and the 33d of Omer. 

32 Hence the name of the feast, lag Vo?ner. 
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the great gathering, the feasting, prayers, and candle-burning 
described above, a great fire (called Hadlaka) is in the evening 
kindled, and amid loud shouts, dancing, and drinking, a scene 
that gets wilder and wilder as the night goes on, all kinds of 
objects — shawls, silks, and jewelry — are cast into the fire and 




THE TOMB OF ELIJAH ON MOUNT CARMEL. 

consumed. Articles of considerable value are sent from distant 
lands to be burned here, and the sight of the destruction of so 
much property appears to stimulate in quite a peculiar degree the 
excitement of the onlookers. 

For long years this ceremony was unique, but some half cen- 
tury ago the people of Tiberias, determined not to be outdone 
by those of Safed, got up a somewhat similar annual gathering 
at the tomb of the famous rabbi Mier Baal Nes, the great worker 
of miracles, whose name today is the most powerful talisman a 
Jew can use. An oath by him is more binding than one by all 
the Patriarchs combined. Whatever may have been the ulterior 
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motives of those who arranged this new feast, the traditional 
story, generally believed, is that when the tomb of this rabbi was 
being repaired, the two fragments of a broken column that 
marked the spot spontaneously joined themselves into one, the 
upper half raising itself above the lower so that the two pieces 
fitted exactly. From this time the tomb, which had been one of 
many visited in the ordinary way, became a center of new inter- 
est, and since that time an annual gathering has taken place on 
the evening of the 30th of Omer, three days before that atSafed. 

Pilgrims who visit these two feasts often make their way north 
to a tomb, now a Moslem Weli, at a place called Sejed, where 
by tradition lies the body of Bezaleel, 33 the son of Uri, the chief 
architect of the tabernacle. Other sacred graves in Galilee are 
those of Hillel and Shammai, at Safed ; of Jokhanan, who com- 
pleted the Gamara; of Akaba ; and of the great Maimonides, at 
Tiberias. At Safed also is shown the tomb of the Jewess Hannah 
and her seven sons who committed suicide rather than worship 
idols. 

On Mount Carmel the traditional tomb of Elias (Elijah), 
venerated by Christians, Moslems, Druses, and Jews, is visited, 
especially in midsummer; and a special gathering with a feast is 
made on the sabbath after the fast of the 9th of Ab. The Mos- 
lems sacrifice sheep on this occasion. This cave has celebrity as 
a place for the cure of insanity and nervous disorders; and many 
such sufferers are brought and left inside it for a night or more. 
At Joba, a village about two miles north of Damascus, there is a 
similar cave supposed to have been the dwelling-place of Elijah ; 34 
a synagogue has been built by the Damascus Jews over the site 
(although all the village is Moslem) and people sick with all 
kinds of diseases are brought there for cure. There is no doubt, 
I can vouch from experience, that some hysterical diseases are 
benefited by the "moral" effect of the prolonged darkness amidst 

33 Cf. JOSEPHUS, Antiquities, III, vi, I. 

3* Many such shrines to Elias — or El Khudr, as he is called by the Moslems — are 
found all over the land, and all are credited with healing properties. Some are pri- 
marily Moslem, some Christian — I am mentioning the two especially patronized by 
Jews. 
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supposed mysteries ; but, on the other hand, I have known suf- 
ferers from organic disease to become greatly injured by the 
long night's exposure in the cold and damp of the little under- 
ground cell. 

In this series of articles I have reviewed the daily prayers, the 
weekly sabbaths, the monthly new moons, and the annual festi- 
vals ; we have seen how orthodox Judaism is inextricably inter- 
woven with the thought of a return to the Land of Promise, the 
rebuilding of their city and temple, and the restoration of their 
national glories ; we have seen how religion controls with minute 
directions and rites every duty of the life — babyhood, youth, 
marriage, and death — the very food and dress, and necessarily a 
very large share of the thoughts. Those of us who are not Jews 
must, I feel sure, have learned from this a new meaning to words 
such as those of our Master, "They bind heavy burdens and 
grievous to be borne and lay them on men's shoulders, " 35 and 
those of Paul, "Stand fast therefore in the liberty wherewith 
Christ hath made you free, and be not entangled again with the 
yoke of bondage;" 36 for the whole system of Talmudism is but 
the development of that extreme legalism against which Chris- 
tianity was in so large a degree a protest. 

Judaism, as it appears among the educated Jews of America 
and England, is a very different thing; it is either more like 
Christianity or a simple philosophy. But to the orthodox Jews, 
who form the great majority of the nation, it is not their religion 
at all. My endeavor has been to depict as fairly as possible 
various aspects of Jewish life as we see it around us today in 
Palestine. 

35 Matt. 23: 4. 36 Gal. 5:1. 



